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This paper reports the findings of a qualitative case study that explores how international
students in different disciplines struggle to interpret their disciplinary requirements. The
study shows the emergence of five main forms of unpacking academic expectations that
individual students in the study employed. It will be argued that these international
students appear to be active and capable of drawing on various strategies and problem-
solving skills in order to take control of their academic life and enable them to participate
in the academic practices of their discipline. The students’ experiences also indicate that
the interaction and dialogue they establish with their lecturers plays a significant role in
their success in the course.
Keywords: academic requirements; academic writing; international students
Introduction
During the past decades, Australia has seen the arrival of a growing number of international
students from Asian backgrounds. From semester 2, 2003 to semester 2, 2004, the total
number of full degree international students onshore in Australian grew by 11 per cent to
118 369 (IDP Education Pty Ltd, 2005). The expansion of the international student cohort
has been associated with an increasing amount of research into issues related to interna-
tional students. Much of the related literature tends to explore aspects of international
students’ language proficiency, different learning styles and different writing values, which
may affect their academic performance in higher education (Ballard & Clanchy, 1995;
Lacina, 2002; McInnes, 2001; Ryan, 2000; Samuelowicz, 1987). However, there seems to
be insufficient literature focusing on individual international students’ experiences and their
specific strategies to gain access to their chosen disciplinary discourse (McClure, 2003;
Ninnes, 1999). The study reported in this paper examines how international students in
different disciplines seek to deepen their understandings of disciplinary expectations in their
accounts of doing specific assignments at an Australian university.
This paper begins with a discussion of the common assumptions about the learning and
writing experiences of international students in Australian higher education institutions.
How the research methods, in particular the case study approach, have been employed to
examine the experiences of four Chinese international students in making sense of the disci-
plinary requirements will be addressed. The discussion of the students’ interviews shows
five ways of learning about the academic expectations that individual students mainly draw
*Email: lythi.tran@rmit.edu.au
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upon: through the writing guidelines, through interaction with lecturers, through support
services at the university and faculty levels, through the writing model and through the
lecturers’ personal preferences. The findings indicate that the Chinese students in the study
do not appear to be passive learners, as being described in much of the literature about
Chinese learners. Rather, they are capable of adopting self-help strategies and various
problem-solving skills. This demonstrates their willingness to take action to be in control of
their own academic practice. All students in the study find the opportunities to establish
interaction and dialogue with their lecturers valuable in helping them increase their under-
standings of the academic expectations on specific assignments.
International students’ learning experiences
It has been largely described in the literature that language aspects tend to be the major
difficulties facing international students in engaging in their disciplinary discourse (Ballard
& Clanchy, 1995; Robertson et al., 2000; Sawir, 2005). Based on a study of the learning
environment and perceptions of both international students and academic staff teaching them,
Robertson et al. (2000, p. 100) highlight that students’ unsatisfactory language competence
seems to be one of the major factors that negatively affects their adaptation to the new learning
environment. According to Lacina (2002), international students’ accent and use of different
expressions interfere with their communication and socialisation in the new environment in
US universities. In an attempt to identify the causes underpinning the language problems
facing international students, Sawir (2005) argues for the link between these difficulties and
the students’ prior learning experiences in some Asian countries. However, her study focuses
on international students undertaking a bridging program. Once they are enrolled in their main
courses and interact with their disciplinary practices, the challenges they encounter may,
perhaps, be more complex, variable and go beyond the aspects of language difficulty.
Challenges facing international students have also been located in different learning styles
and different ways of constructing knowledge by a number of researchers (see, for example,
Barker (2002); McInnes (2001); Ryan (2000)). It has been argued that in Chinese tradition,
knowledge seems to be ‘transmitted’ and ‘mastered’ rather than ‘discovered’ (Barker, 2002,
p. 181; Pratt, 1992, as cited by Barker, 2002, p. 181). In other words, knowledge is learnt
through steady accumulation, as stated in the following old Chinese saying: ‘Mount Tai (a
typical high mountain) makes itself high because it does not reject any tiny lump of earth;
rivers and seas make themselves deep because they do not refuse water from any brooklet’
(Mao-jin, 2001, p. 20). For some researchers, Asian students and, in particular, Chinese
students may bring with them different learning styles and interpretations of approaches to
knowledge that do not tend to match the Australian academic expectations (e.g. Ballard &
Clanchy, 1995; McInnes, 2001). Asian international students have been portrayed as those
who are passive and lack the capability of thinking critically (Samuelowicz, 1987). Some
others, however, assume that Asian international students’ learning approaches adopted in
Australian institutions seem to be contextually based rather than culturally situated (Volet
& Kee, 1993, as cited by Watkins & Biggs, 1996, p. 272; Wong; 2004). In other words, their
learning styles have been tailored to meet the requirements of the specific learning context
rather than being shaped by ‘characteristics of individual or cultural groups’ (Volet & Kee,
1993, as cited by Watkins & Biggs, 1996, p. 272). The different assumptions inherent in the
aforementioned studies indicate that the aspect of international students’ learning styles
appears to be a multi-faceted and contested area.
Another trend of literature tends to argue against the assumptions of international
students as a homogeneous group or a number of groups with typical language problems or
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learning style difficulties. Koehne (2005), for example, is one of the authors who calls for
the need to explore the complex web of subjectivities and identities of international students
rather than locating them in certain cultural groups. Some other authors tend to challenge
the generalisations of Asian students as passive and productive learners, and illustrate their
arguments by drawing on the successful academic performances of students from Asian
backgrounds (Biggs, 1996; Watkins & Biggs, 1996). In fact, individual international
students’ strategies, personal intentions and personal expectations, which tend to represent
what may lie behind their experiences engaging in the institutional and disciplinary
practices in Australian higher education, seem to be rarely brought to the fore. In particular,
what the students themselves actually said about their educational routes has not been
accounted for (Doherty & Singh, 2005). The present study attempts to respond to the afore-
mentioned gaps in the current literature. It explores how individual international students
reflected on their different ways of unpacking the disciplinary requirements and participat-
ing in the institutional practices.
In terms of academic writing, the act of writing for academic purposes is metaphorically
described as the act of ‘inventing’ the university and student writing as the struggle to carry
out institutional ‘ritual’ activities that provide them with access to the disciplinary commu-
nity (Harris, 1989, and Bartholomae, 1985, both cited by Starfield, 2001). These metaphors
signal the recognition of privileged conventions within a particular discourse that students
are expected to follow in order to achieve success in their chosen discipline; that is, there
are differences in the ways of making meaning and constructing knowledge in different
disciplines. A significant point has been raised by Lea and Street (2000), who contend that
the constructs of ‘good writing’ in a particular discipline are often mediated by individual
academic staff and thereby partly dependent upon their individual preferences, and this may
not always be explicitly made to the students. From Lillis’ (2001) perspective, within the
current institutional practice, the language of students is often made visible and problematic
whereas ‘the language of the disciplines and the pedagogic practices in which these are
embedded usually remains invisible’ (p. 22). That is, what is valued by a particular
discourse community remains implicit in its pedagogic routine and is encoded in wordings
that are assumed to be transparently meaningful rather than being explicitly taught to
students. Lillis claims that this represents the model of teaching and learning known as
implicit deduction. The aforementioned arguments indicate that the so-called conventions
are often taken as common sense among the community members and, thus, this may create
a source of constraint to novice students, particularly those who are not familiar with the
wider social and cultural practice in which the discourse community is embedded.
As the issue of implicitness in the institutional requirements and disciplinary expecta-
tions is highlighted in related research, students, in particular international students, have
been portrayed as those in passive and unfavourable positions who often have to cope with
this aspect of the institutional practice. Little is documented about how students may play
an active role and draw on different strategies in order to interpret and negotiate the
academic expectations in doing specific assignments for their course. In light of activity
theory (Lantolf, 2002), international students’ learning can be viewed as a mediated process.
This theory highlights the significance of learners as being active in interacting with others
in the community practices. Thus, participating or engaging legitimately and peripherally in
the institutional or disciplinary community is ‘learning’ (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Active
theory recognises the significance of students’ agency and their capability as active agents
in interpreting conventional practices, mediating meaning and constructing their own
academic world. This paper is an attempt to follow this aspect highlighted in active theory
by exploring how Chinese international students can be active in using tactics to understand
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what is expected from them in terms of disciplinary writing, and to take control of their
academic life.
Research methods
This paper is derived from a larger study that investigated how international students from
different Asian countries participated in their disciplinary writing practices. However,
within its limited scope, this paper focuses only on four Chinese international students in
two disciplines: Education and Commerce. The students in this study were required to meet
the cut-off IELTS score of 7.0 and 6.5 in order to gain entry to their Master course in
Education and Economics, respectively. They are Chinese students enrolled in Masters of
Education or Economics. They volunteered to participate in the study and were willing to
reflect on their experiences of writing their first text at an Australian university, as well as
on how they participated in disciplinary writing as they moved along the course six months
later. I approached some lecturers in Education and Economics to ask for their permission
to have five minutes at the beginning of their class time to talk about my research and
called for Chinese international student participants. All respondents presented in this paper
have been given pseudonyms. As I do not intend to generalise the practices of the specific
university at which this study was conducted, the university will be referred to as ‘the
Australian university’ rather than in plural form ‘the Australian universities’.
With regard to the aspect of the researcher’s role, my experience as an international
student from Vietnam doing a Master and then a PhD in different Australian institutions has
provided me, to some extent, with insights into the research topic and has helped to
construct my identity as an insider in this area. At the same time, I have attempted to draw
on the identity of an active and interactive learner as an ‘outsider’ in this research. This has
allowed me to adopt the principle of learning, and taken into consideration multiple aspects
of the Chinese international students’ participation in the institutional academic practices.
With a willingness to acknowledge the complexities in students’ experiences and different
perspectives from different participants, I have tried to draw on my experience as a means
to facilitate my interpretation, rather than as a framework to generalise the outcome.
A case study approach (Stake, 2000; Yin, 1994, 2006) has been chosen for this study
because it offers the opportunity to document the specific aspects, the possible uniqueness
and the complexities of individual students’ experiences. It provides insights into aspects of
institutional practices that the students found challenging, and how they managed to make
sense of the disciplinary requirements. In response to the lack of adequate information on
international students’ variables, data from each case in this study are valuable for under-
standing the range or variety of their personal challenges, voices and patterns of adaptation
in order to locate themselves within the new academic setting. Focusing on detailed inves-
tigation and understanding of a case, case study methodology not only represents a means
by which existing propositions can be revisited but also provides the ‘capacity’ of develop-
ing possibly new positions (Sturman, 1999). Given the nature and focus of this study, a case
study approach is therefore essential for having alternative interpretations and insights into
ways to construct international students in relation to the current changing context, and
ways to facilitate their participation in institutional practices.
The methods for data collection for each case are two rounds of interviews with
students, and their written texts. Each participant was invited to a one-hour interview
during which they were asked to talk about their experience in writing their first text at the
Australian university. I followed Lillis’ (2001) method in asking students to talk around
their experience in unpacking academic expectations and writing their own texts. Lillis
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argues that studies about student writing within institutional practice need to be centred on
their own voices and accounts of writing specific essays. The initial individual interview
allowed opportunities for the Chinese international students to reflect on their challenges of
writing their assignments and, in particular, how they attempted to interpret their lecturers’
expectations. The second interview was conducted six months after the initial one. The
second one aimed to explore how the students sought to tease out the disciplinary conven-
tions as they progressed through the course and increased their understandings of the
disciplinary practices.
Students’ ways of learning about the disciplinary requirements
This section explores the ways four Chinese international students, Wang, Lin, Hao and
Ying, attempted to understand what was required of them in terms of disciplinary writing.
Wang and Lin were enrolled in Masters of Education and Hao and Ying were enrolled in
Masters of Commerce. The findings show the emergence of five main ways that individual
students in the study draw on in order to unpack academic expectations: the writing guide-
lines; interaction with academics; through support services at the university and faculty
levels; the writing model; and the lecturers’ personal preferences. The students’ diverse
practices in making sense of disciplinary expectations also indicate that, contrary to popular
belief, Chinese international students can often show remarkable levels of critical thinking
and problem-solving skills in order to take control of their academic life, and they differ in
their ways of doing so. Some students value certain ways of interacting with the disciplinary
expectations but others either do not find these ways useful or are even unaware of them.
The writing guidelines
Learning about the lecturers’ expectations through the writing guidelines is one of the ways
that two students, Ying and Wang, have adopted in this study. For example, Ying high-
lighted: 
This semester I am quite happy because I have three subjects and so far they gave the guide-
lines for the assignments, I like that. I like the lecturer to give the topics and the guidelines at
the beginning of the semester. I mean they gave more time, they gave it earlier so that we can
prepare earlier.
Ying revealed she found the way her lecturers gave the topics and the writing guidelines
at the beginning of the course very helpful. This enabled her to be better prepared for the
task. Unlike Ying, Wang appeared to have a different experience, although she also tried to
sort out what was expected from her based on the writing guidelines. Wang commented: 
Sometimes I feel those guidelines are not very reasonable but still I think they are still useful
for a specific assignment if you really want to achieve high.
Thus, her desire to gain high academic results in the course motivated her to conform to
what she thought she was expected to perform. The fact that Wang found the writing
instruction useful might not mean that it was ‘clearly explained’ or ‘reasonable’ in her view
but, rather, it helped her to be oriented towards getting good results for her assignment and
allows her to gain membership in the disciplinary practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991).
Nevertheless, in different ways, both Ying and Wang seem to appreciate the role of the
writing guidelines in helping them to be better prepared for their assignments. However,
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some international students may also be unaware of what the purposes of the writing guide-
lines are. Lin, for instance, admitted that she just ignored the assessment criteria attached in
the course outline. She said: 
Though now every time I received an assignment requirement, I will first look through the
assessment criteria but at that time I do not know that. We were given the sheet, criteria sheet,
but we do not… we just do not care about the criteria. I do not know that actually the lecturer
will mark based on those criteria. I do not know that it’s an attachment in our course outline
but I haven’t, without notice I haven’t known it by myself… For the first time I remember it
might be late until I almost finish my writing and then I noticed I had to attach this criteria and
it suddenly occurs to me ‘Oh maybe the details are marked by those’.
Although Wang ‘followed closely’ the lecturer’s assessment criteria when doing her
first assignment at the Australian university, Lin did not pay much attention to them during
her process of writing the assignment simply because she did not know their purpose and
significance. Lin revealed that she was unfamiliar with the academic practice in which
written writing guidelines were provided and students’ texts would be assessed based on
these criteria. However, it might often be taken as ‘common sense’ (Lea & Street, 2000) that
students would understand the lecturers’ expectations on their assignments encoded in the
assessment criteria. This also suggested the need to raise the awareness of international
students toward sources of information available to them since the so-called common ways
of access to information at the Australian university might be unfamiliar to them in their
prior literacy practice.
The writing guidelines may not be useful for the students for another reason. For exam-
ple, Hao, who was enrolled in a Master of Commerce, did not find the writing guidelines
helpful since they were more concerned with technical aspects rather than issues of content,
which she found more challenging. She commented that they are ‘just the general ones like
how many articles you need to introduce in[to] your essay, how many words you need to
write’. Hao further revealed: 
Because this is my first essay and I am not used to the educational style system at A uni [the
Australian university], so I don’t know how to start my essay because this essay, we should
discuss about the topic. The lecturer gives us the topic and we should have some comments
about the topic… Actually, this essay talks about human resource management, its importance
and barriers but I don’t know how to balance each part.
It could be seen that in writing her first essay for her Masters course, Hao was unclear
about how to organise the content of her writing. Furthermore, in her view, her lecturer
might take it for granted that the requirements were explicit enough for the students to
understand but actually, for Hao, they were not: ‘Maybe the lecturers think that we should
know but actually we don’t know. Maybe the local students know but at least I don’t know’.
According to her, it was assumed by the lecturer that it was the students’ responsibility to
get to understand the requirements. In fact, she thought that this appeared to be the Austra-
lian educational style. Nevertheless, she positioned herself as someone being vulnerable in
this regard and in need of clearer explanations to understand what was required of her.
Although Hao appeared to locate the Australian local students in the comfort zone of the
disciplinary discourse community, this might not be the case for all of them.
Interaction with the lecturers
All students in this study acknowledged the value of the interaction they made with their
lecturers in order to unpack what was expected from them. Three main forms of dialogues,
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which the students established with their lecturers, have emerged from this study: face-to-
face consultation with the lecturers, emails to the lecturers and discussion with the lecturers
in class.
Face-to-face consultation with the lecturers appears to be the most common way the
students drew on in order to increase their understandings of academic expectations. Rather
than expecting her lecturer to give detailed explanations on assignment writing during class
time, Lin, for example, sought advice from her lecturer through a private consultation.
According to her, in her class, only some international students were newly enrolled
whereas all the others were either local students or those international students who were in
their second or third semester. Hence, it was not necessary for the lecturer to give specific
guidelines on writing the assignment under the pressure of time as the course was less than
three hours per week. In other words, she felt that as a minority group in the class and
outnumbered by local students and international students who were not new to the course,
the lecturer did not feel that specific instructions were required. Recalling her effort to learn
about the writing requirements through meeting directly with her lecturer, and comparing it
with her Chinese practice, Lin said: 
In China, the teachers will give you specific guidance about how to write, very detailed
one.., so before you start writing you already have an idea, an outline of it. That’s why in
Chinese writing, actually it’s quite restricted, yes I would say but on the other side, it’s good
for lazy students… You do not struggle in your writing. The expectation is so explicit that,
so specific that you know what you are expected. But here I think the difference is the
students have more authority, more freedom [by] the teachers, unless you come to them.
I came to A [the lecturer] one week before the deadline because I am too frustrated, I do not
know what to do. I do not know if I could come up with the article before the deadline. But
if you do not come to them, they do not come to you and offer any guidance in terms of
your writing, so the students are encouraged to struggle by themselves. But only by doing
this, can you have more impressive ideas or more deep impression on how to deal with all
these kinds of writing. You have to first try hard to have an idea of what the expectation of
the Department is.
The quote above implied that despite feeling confused about how to write the literature
review in the beginning, Lin did not really consider the fact that the writing requirements in
her discipline were not specific enough as an entirely negative aspect. In fact, in her view,
it was through the way the students were encouraged to struggle by themselves to unpack
the disciplinary writing requirements that enabled them to have more authority and more
freedom. Lin saw her struggle in teasing out how she was expected to write as both a
challenge and a positive learning experience. Lin’s positive attitude toward her struggle in
interpreting the disciplinary writing conventions was contrary to that of the participants in
Lillis’ (2001) research in a UK university, who found the invisible and mysterious aspects
of the language and conventions of their disciplines unsatisfactory.
Like Lin, private consultation with lecturers was also chosen by Hao in her attempts to
deepen her interpretation of the lecturers’ expectations. However, unlike Lin, Hao did not
appear to be satisfied with the ways some of her lecturers explained the assignment require-
ments in class and, thus, she tried to increase her understandings of the academic expectations
through private meetings with the lecturers. She revealed: 
I hope to get direct directions from my lecturers. I hope the lecturer will tell us about the
requirements… So I hope the lecturers will explain the essay [requirements] in details because
sometimes they just mention, ‘Ah, this is the essay topic. You write this blah blah blah…’. That
finishes but you know when you write the essay, you will have a lot of problems and you have
to ask again.
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Hao tended to reproduce her disciplinary practices as being implicit through the example
about the way her lecturer gave instructions on student writing in class. In doing so, she
showed her strong desire for the lecturers to be more understanding of students’ difficult
task of essay writing, and assist them in providing clearer and more detailed explanations
of the requirements. Hence, Hao wished to be empowered in order to engage in the
disciplinary writing practice and, in her view, the lecturers’ responsibility in providing
explicit guidelines appeared to play a central role in this process. Yet, in both interviews,
Hao positioned herself as a student who was always active in seeking support from her
lecturers through face-to-face consultations if she felt unsure about her understandings of
the requirements or about her own draft versions. She was the only student in the study who
attempted to make appointments to see her lecturer regarding her first written text both
before and after its assessment. She demonstrated an impressive level of critical thinking
and self-reflective skill. Hao’s action reflects what Lantolf (2002) refers to by learner’s
capability as active agents in interpreting and mediating institutional practices.
Wang reflected on her experience in consulting her lecturer and expressed her wish to
have a face-to-face discussion with her lecturers about her writing: 
I remember there is only lecturer, that is Dr Melinda, who just face-to-face discussed my essay
with me and it’s about the use of the words. And I feel that’s very helpful for me because
Melinda told me which word is more valuable and I think I gained a lot from that conversation
because my essay is there and we are discussing my essay face-to-face… I feel that way is very
useful for me, so I guess the lecturers should, when [students] finish [writing], give the feed-
back to the students. If they really think it’s possible, they should have some face-to-face
discussion of the problems with the students, which will improve even more. But I just wonder
if they have enough time to do it and they have patience to do so, face-to-face dialogue.
Wang felt the oral feedback of her lecturer about the word usage in her essay was useful
because through it, the disciplinary conventions were made visible to her. In the instance
above, she was given the opportunity to engage in the discipline through the dialogue with
her lecturer. Her preference for the conference with her lecturer indicated that she desired
opportunities to exercise her power as a student and increase the ability to understand the
expectations of her lecturers and her discipline. Another benefit of this kind of giving
feedback was raised by Lillis (2001), who referred to it as ‘talkback’ and linked this to the
opening up of the opportunities for students to ‘describe their experiences of meaning
making in writing, foregrounding dimensions usually ignored in the business-as-usual of
academia’ (p. 147).
Emailing to lecturers to ask for their advice and feedback is another form of interaction
that two of the students in this study, Ying and Hao, drew on to unpack what was expected
from them. For example, Ying revealed, ‘I communicated with the lecturer before I started
to write. I wrote an outline to her but this text is different from my outline.’ She recalled
this again in the in-depth interview six months later: 
When I first submit the outline, it looked not like an outline but the lecturer was good, she gave
me feedback and actually I wrote several outlines…Sometimes when we make an outline and
send it to the lecturer I hope the lecturers will give us clear and constructive suggestions.
Whereas Ying asked her lecturer for feedback on the outline of her assignment, Hao
emailed to her lecturer for assistance when she felt confused during her writing process: 
Yeah, of course in the process of writing the essay, I will write to my lecturers to ask whether
I can write in this way or not because sometimes I am not sure whether I am right. I mean
whether I am right to write in this way, I am not sure, so I ask them.
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In the interview six months later, Hao further explained about her effort to seek the
lecturers’ advice whenever it was necessary. The ways of adopting consultative skill to
unpack disciplinary requirements demonstrated the students’ active efforts and determina-
tion in understanding what was expected of them and how to act on it.
The third form of dialogue that the students could establish with their lecturer to
clarify the academic expectations is through discussion during class time. This type of
interaction is referred to by Wang. She revealed that sometimes she felt unclear about
what she was required to perform in her course. She said ‘Most of my classmates don’t
understand what we are expected to do and we discuss with the lecturer again and
again’. In this case, the opportunities available for Wang and her classmates to discuss
course expectations with the lecturer allowed them to revise their disciplinary academic
writing.
The support services at different institutional levels
Learning about academic expectations thanks to the support services at the university and
faculty level is another way adopted by the students in this study. Lin, for example, learnt
about the institutional practices for academic writing from the free short courses provided
by the graduate study programs and the university’s learning support service. Unlike Wang
who found these courses not very helpful, Lin thought the courses enabled her to be ‘famil-
iar with at least what the school expected’ although they are general about academic writing
and not specifically about writing a literature review.
Unlike the two students in Education, Lin and Wang, the two students in Commerce,
Ying and Hao, attended the consultations and seminars run by the learning support service
in their faculty rather than the programs organised by the university. Ying, for example,
revealed, ‘I need to come to the learning unit for consultation about how to structure, how
to narrow down the topic but we do not need to narrow down in this essay but I was off
track a little bit because I did narrow down’. Both Ying and Hao made appointments to ask
for feedback on their writing from the tutors in their faculty’s support service. As they
progressed through the course, they both revealed that they were active in taking part in
seminars run by this learning support unit. The evidence presented here suggests that the
Chinese international students in this study took initiative, using the support services
available for them to learn about the academic expectations.
The writing model
Wang is the only student who stressed the role of the model in helping her understand how
to write the essays for her course: 
At first when I arrive there I don’t know how to write this kind of article [argumentative essay].
I really have no idea and then at that time, our lecturer gave us this copy and [I] see how other
people write this… When I got that article, I know exactly what I need to show. Actually my
best teacher is that model article, after I read that article and think ‘oh this is the way to be crit-
ical’ but I think at that time, our lecturer did not tell us how to do like being critical and show
your position. I think their job is to try to introduce some knowledge.
Wang’s experience revealed that she considered the sample essay given by the lecturer,
who taught the subject, was the most significant since it offered her explicit knowledge of
how to go about writing her essay. Also, she saw the role of the lecturer as giving subject
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knowledge rather than teaching writing or explaining disciplinary requirements. Again, in
the interview six months later, Wang asserted: 
When you learn from the lecturers, mostly you learn the knowledge, mostly they share [with]
you the knowledge. When they tell you how to write something, it’s just they tell you how to
do something, and you will find that it’s still difficult for you to really do, you need the model.
Thus, Wang highlighted her strategy of following the model and her attitude toward
the role of the lecturer as the provider of knowledge, which is considered typical in
Chinese culture of learning and teaching (Barker, 2002; Cortazzi & Jin, 1999; Mao-jin,
2001). In fact, as discussed above, Wang indicated that she employed various ways to
deepen her understandings of the disciplinary conventions. Nevertheless, she appeared to
draw on her prior literacy practice and found the model to be the most useful resource for
her.
The lecturers’ personality and preference
Seeking to unpack academic expectations through lecturers’ personal preferences is another
strategy used by Wang: 
According to my own experience in their classes, I think you know what kind of person [the
lecturer is] and what you are supposed to be. According to your understanding I think. It’s hard
to describe but you have your feelings towards different lecturers, what kind of person she or
he is and what kinds of things she or he will expect.
It seemed that Wang was flexible and willing to adapt to possibly different expectations
from different lecturers. The quote above showed that she appeared to link different lectur-
ers’ expectations on disciplinary writing to their individual characteristics and preferences.
Wang’s account was remarkable since she highlighted her attempt to understand and
accommodate the personal preferences of different lecturers in order to gain access into the
academic world. Learning about academic expectations based on the understanding of
lecturers’ personal characteristics, however, appears to be overlooked in related research.
Through Wang’s efforts to get to know the disciplinary requirements and the lecturers’
expectations in various ways, she built the image of a student who explicitly wanted to adapt
to what was expected of her in terms of academic writing and, hence, was determined to be
in control of her writing practice.
Conclusion
The evidence presented in this paper shows five main forms of unpacking academic expec-
tations that the Chinese international students employed: the writing guidelines, interaction
with lecturers, support services at different institutional levels, the writing model and the
lecturers’ personal preferences. Among these forms, the dialogue the students established
with their lecturers seems to be of prominent importance to their success. The specific skills
that the students adopted during their learning process are consultative skills, strategic
planning, and reflective and self-monitoring skills (Howie, 1999). Some students used
consultative skills by asking their lecturers to make explicit the requirements for their writ-
ten assignments either directly during class discussions or through emails. Others attempted
to discuss with their lecturers the outline or the drafts of their written work and then made
efforts to redraft their writing. These attempts appear to link to their strategic planning.
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During the process of redrafting, some students tended to reflect on the lecturers’ comments
and ask for further advice from their lecturers if they felt unclear about anything. These
actions of the students reflect their consultative, reflective and self-monitoring skills. These
skills employed by the Chinese international students demonstrate their efforts to position
and reposition themselves as being determined to understand the disciplinary conventions
and how to act on these, thereby achieving good results for their writing and becoming
successful in their academic life. They actively exercise their own power as a student to
allow them to participate in their disciplinary practices.
The students’ practices in interpreting the disciplinary requirements appear to be embed-
ded in a complex web of personal variables. For instance, although, in some cases, Lin had
to struggle hard in order to interpret what was expected of her in terms of disciplinary
academic writing, she did not always consider her struggle negative. Instead, she found the
process challenging and rewarding because it helped her exercise her autonomy and
reinforce her understandings of the requirements. In addition, it is interesting to see the
different ways the students sought to make sense of academic expectations. The students’
varying experiences in spelling out what is expected of them establish a case for the impor-
tance of individual factors and that success or failure is likely to relate to the possession of
certain dispositions, regardless of one’s ethnic background.
Students’ skills and capability of interacting with lecturers can lead to, possibly, oppor-
tunities for lecturers to reposition their views and practices. This occurs when lecturers
attempt to modify their writing instructions and make them more explicit, and work out
what to do to assist international students in terms of academic writing and how to refine
their teaching, in general. Seen in this light, the students’ participation in disciplinary prac-
tices and their actions can nurture the potentials to change and transform individual and
institutional practices. Interaction between the international students and the academics also
helps to develop mutual understandings between students and lecturers. In current pedagogy
and practices, these steps may contribute to facilitating the participation of a diverse student
population in higher education, and make them become truly valued members of the
institutional communities
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